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Abstract: Combining perspectives from the new science of happiness with discussions regarding “problematic” and “addictive” play in multiplayer online games, we examine how player motivations pattern both positive and negative gaming experiences. Specifically, using ethnographic interviews and a survey, we explore the utility of Yee’s (2007) 3-factor motivational framework for explaining the positive or negative quality of experiences in the popular online game World of Warcraft. We find that playing to Achieve is strongly associated with distressful play, results that support findings from other studies. By contrast, Social and Immersion play lead more typically to positive gaming experiences, conclusions diverging from those frequently reported in the literature. Overall, we suggest that paying attention to the positive as well as negative dimensions of inhabiting these online worlds will both provide both for more balanced portraits of gamers’ experiences and also potentially clarify pathways toward problematic and addictive play.





In previous research, Yee (2007) describes a 3-factor motivational framework—Achievement, Social, and Immersion—for play in multiplayer online games. In our study, we use ethnographic interviews and survey data to examine how these three overarching motivations are associated with either positive or negative game experiences in the most popular online video game in the West, World of Warcraft (2004-2010). Our approach thus extends Yee’s (2007) work, itself inspired by Bartle’s (1996) player types. The particular contribution here is both methodological and substantive, offering a mixed qualitative and quantitative exploration of players’ experience of how motivated play in this gaming context contributes to, or detracts from, their subjective experience of wellness. 
Setting: The Persistent and Immersive World of Warcraft
World of Warcraft, or WoW for short, belongs to a new generation of online games referred to as “massively multiplayer online role-playing games” (“MMORPGs” or “MMOs”). In 2008, WoW reached 11.5 million monthly subscribers, making it the largest subscription-based MMO in the West (Blizzard Entertainment 2008).
Central to these online realities is their quality of persistence: these game-worlds are virtual places where thousands of users interact in a world that persists independently of any particular player. A player may have logged off his or her computer, but events continue to occur, and others continue to interact in ways that change the game-space. These play spaces are also highly immersive. Sophisticated software and powerful 3D graphics create spaces where players connect and identify with their characters. Avatars​[1]​, the visual representation of one’s character-self, responds to commands so as to enhance the sensation of immersive identification with characters, as do the mentally and emotionally absorbing quests and plot-lines. 
There is no single way to play WoW, nor any single goal. WoW offers its gamers a seemingly endless choice of tasks. Some are quests with goals given by computer-controlled non-player characters (“NPC’s”). Players can accept these, travel to where the tasks can be completed, and then return to the quest-giving NPC for rewards. In completing game activities, players advance in levels. Each level acquired, like won gear in the form of swords, armor, and jewelry, bestows additional power on a character, allowing them to complete more difficult game challenges, in turn giving further advance in the game. 
After completing the game’s highest level, currently 80, many players compete in multiplayer instances like dungeons or raids, requiring cooperation between 5-40 players, with groups balanced between different character classes. Some players claim that WoW doesn’t even begin (to get interesting) until reaching the level cap and competing in cooperative end-game activities. The most fearsome monsters are faced and most valuable treasures are won in these contexts, though comparable challenges can be found and gear won in contexts such as in PVP (Player-vs-Player) arena and battleground competitions. 
Previous Research in Relation to the Present Study: Motivation, Wellness, and MMOs 
Bartle’s (1996) foundational study of MUDs (Multi-User Dungeons, the text-based precursors of MMOs) pointed to four player-types: achievers, socializers, explorers, and killers. In an extension of this work, Yee (2006) relied upon quantitative analyses of large sample surveys, complemented by open-ended questions to survey items, to refine Bartle’s findings in relationship with MMO motivation. He pointed to five MMO motivations: achievement, relationship, immersion, escape, and manipulation. Further surveys and analysis led Yee (2007) to posit three principal motivational components encompassing 10 distinct submotivations: Achievement (including advancement, mechanics, and competition), Social (socializing, relationship, and teamwork), and Immersion (discovery, role-playing, customization, and escape). Other studies, such as Charlton and Danforth 2007, also point to a three factor motivational framework for MMO play, providing support for Yee’s framework.
Related recent research has relied upon sophisticated statistical analysis to precisely assess relationships between MMO player motivations and negative gaming experiences. In the case of Yee’s (2007) framework, which grounds our study, evidence supporting the association of Achievement motivations with “problematic” and “addictive” play has appeared frequently, even consistently (Charlton and Danforth 2007; Deci et al. 1999; Kelly 2004; PlayOn 2008; Yee 2006, 2007). Social and Immersion motivations have also been associated with such distressful gaming experiences, if less often (in relationship to social play, see Ducheneaut et al. 2006; Li and Chung 2006; Ng and Wiemer-Hastings 2005; Pisan 2007; Song et al. 2004; for immersion, see Caplan et al. 2009; Charlton and Danforth 2007; Chou and Ting 2003; Seay and Kraut 2007; Yee 2006, 2007). 
Researchers, game designers, and players alike are well aware that MMOs like WoW are tremendously fun, with some scholar-players likening them to virtual “sandboxes” and “tree houses” (Jenkins 2000; Williams et al 2006; on game design and “fun,” see Bartle 2003; Koster 2005). However, the methodological rigor characteristic of studies exploring relationships between gamer motivations and negative experiences has yet to be applied to an exploration of gamer motivation and positive experiences. 
In this study, combining methods and measures from the MMO “problematic play” and “addiction” literatures with new interdisciplinary discussions regarding what makes individuals happy and satisfied in their lives, we examine how player motivations pattern both positive and negative gaming experiences (on the new science of happiness, see for example Kahneman et al. 2003; Lyubomirsky 2008; Seligman 2002). Here, we treat player assessments of how WoW adds to their happiness and life satisfaction, or how WoW play relieves stress in their lives, as positives in their own right, rather than as the simple absence of a negative. In taking such a perspective, we hope to provide for a balanced assessment of the experiential quality of motivated MMO play, using a particular suite of qualitative and quantitative methods to both look for support for previous findings related to gamer motivation and negative play experiences as well as to potentially clarify underexplored relationships between gamer motivations and positive play experiences. 
Research Methods: Serious Play and Mixed Methods
To begin, we treated this game-world as a culture—or, better, as a subculture loosely linked to dominant culture(s)—characterized by shared and socially inherited patterns of thought and practice. For example, we explored how group norms shaped players’ goals, speech, and assessments of whether they had played well or not. To grasp this culture, we inhabited this online reality. Participants at times, we created characters and immersed ourselves fully in WoW, losing ourselves in its tasks and its relationships, in its pleasures and absorptive fun. Observers at other moments, we stepped outside of our playing selves and watched other gamers.
We also interviewed WoW gamers, some face-to-face in “real life” (“IRL,” to use our respondents’ shorthand terminology), others virtually through text-based in-WoW chatting or voice over internet protocols (VOIP). Thirty of these interviews were based on three protocols, exploring interrelations between gamers’ motivations and positive and negative experiences in WoW. We solicited interviews from persons associated with local gaming groups and centers as well as through our own guilds and play networks, followed by network sampling from these initial respondents. Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed, and independently coded for common themes by two individuals to ensure accuracy and consistency. Coded transcripts were managed with ATLAS.ti (2002-2010), a qualitative data management and analysis program. 
Following the “grounded theory” method of discourse analysis for interview transcripts and other texts (Strauss and Corbin 1990), our coding categories combined ones “deduced” from existing literatures with those “induced” from our own emerging understandings. Of particular interest for this study, we deduced motivational themes from Yee’s (2007) framework, positive wellness categories from literatures related to happiness studies (Kahneman et al. 2003; Lyubomirsky 2008; Seligman 2002), and negative experiential themes from studies of problematic and addictive MMO play (Caplan et al. 2009; Young 1998). However, to better fit our own data and understandings, and thus to maintain “inductive” aspects of our ethnographic work, we worded code explanations in our codebooks (and subsequent surveys) to coincide with our own WoW experiences, interviews, and observations. This approach, we hoped, would add to previous research, while remaining faithful to our particular interview sample, research context, and epistemic commitment to building analytical frameworks from the ground up.
More specifically, we coded the first of Yee’s (2007) overarching motivation categories, Achievement, to include as sub-motivations what he called advancement (in our phrasing, “driven by the desire to meet goals, accumulate gear and other in-game symbols of wealth, and/or gain status and power”), mechanics (the desire to understand everything about how the game works), and competition (play to challenge and compete with others). Socializing (enjoy helping and chatting with other players), relationship (enjoy developing meaningful relationships with others in the game), and teamwork (enjoy collaboration, grouping with others, and sharing group achievements) were seen to reveal Social motivations. Finally, role-playing (enjoy role-playing your character, and interacting with other players to create a shared story), escapism (play to escape the everyday world, and/or for stress relief), discovery (enjoy exploration, game lore, and finding hidden things in the game), and customization (like to customize your characters’ appearance) were connected to Immersion. 
Important coded subthemes related to subjective well-being included Positive Play Experiences items such as satisfaction, happiness, and fun and Negative Play Experiences leading or related to depression, anger, stress, and addiction (the latter separated into preoccupation, overuse, withdrawal, and other terms from Young’s 1998 scale to measure internet addiction). Here, we were careful to distinguish nuances of gamer discourse—as when players used “addiction” to humorously signal how much they enjoyed the game as compared to speaking of their problematic play (see Nardi 2010: 125-6). And we coded as either positive or negative, rather than both positive and negative, passages which in our estimation seemed dominated overall by one of the two valences, even when the other valence might be implicated in some sense. Thus, a passage emphasizing the thrill of a boss kill would receive a positive code, while one dwelling on months of frustration leading up to such a kill a negative valence. 
Coders linked terms from our list of themes to each discernable chunk of related discourse, where “chunk” here means a discussion thread in which a topic was introduced, pursued, and dropped or concluded. Chunks ranged from a single sentence to a series of paragraphs. Coders were trained to maintain consistency across respondents, ensuring that chunks of text were consistently recognized and coded and also that verbose respondents, as well as interviewees who more erratically raised and dropped topics, were not overly represented in our counts. 
Of note, we also identified interviewees as being primarily driven by Achievement, Social, or Immersion motivations. In most cases, this was a straightforward process, as interviewees’ own assessments of their primary motivation for play (in response to a specific interview question) corresponded with our own. Ten players were assessed to have dual primary motivations, for example, equally enjoying both Achievement and Social aspects of casual raiding. In the analysis that follows, we examine in some instances relationships between how players primarily motivated by one of Yee’s motivations in turn speak of each of those same three motivations. 
Our research culminated in a web survey, which we used to verify results from our interview analysis. Of importance, each survey respondent was asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale how important each of Yee’s (2007) 10 subcomponent motivations was to their game-play. The survey also asked players to assess the extent they felt, in a single-item assessment, “addicted” to the game, as well as the extent they believed WoW play added to their happiness and life satisfaction and alleviated or increased the stress in their lives. Further, the survey included items to assess players’ WoW addiction, adapted from Young’s commonly used Internet Addiction Test (IAT), itself adapted from measures of addiction to drugs, alcohol, gambling, and the like (Young 1998; Young and Rogers 1998). Basic demographic data and numerous other topics were also included in the survey. The sample was obtained by posting links to it on WoW blogs and gamer sites and also by extending invitations through our own personal play networks. The survey is ongoing (XXXX), though the analysis presented in this paper is based on the 258 responses analyzed Fall 2009.
In the following section, we begin qualitatively interpreting our interviews, presenting excerpts that reveal, in our opinion, representative themes from our corpus of interviews. Throughout this first subsection, we italicize and capitalize Yee’s three overarching motivational factors, Achievement, Social, Immersion, italicizing each of their sub-factors. Next, we turn to our Atlas-ti analysis, drawing out associations between Yee’s three overarching motivations, on the one hand, and positive and negative gaming experiences, on the other. We conclude our analysis with a presentation of our web survey results.
Research Results: Motivation and Experience in the World of Warcraft
Qualitative Analysis of Semistructured Interviews
Echoing our own WoW experiences, players conveyed to us in interviews the positive feelings game success brought them. When asked to recall his most positive playing experience, one of our interviewees chuckled and responded, “Every time I level up.”  Indeed, leveling is such a key milestone in the game, bringing characters new talents and powers and gamers new challenges, that it has earned its own in-game term—”Ding!,” to mimic the sound the MMO Everquest plays when a character reaches a new level, transferred to WoW contexts—a sound that is joyfully repeated by surrounding players amidst other congratulatory murmurings. 
One centrally useful informant was Vince,​[2]​ a small business owner in his forties, with a young family. He grew up with an affinity for video games and fantasy books, particularly Tolkien. Discussing why he plays WoW, he told us, “I like the idea of, you get to see your progression in your character, the more time you spend, the more work you put into it, your guy gets better gear, looks cooler, that kind of thing.” Vince attains satisfaction in WoW by Achieving and thus winning rewards (gear, levels), which reflect his hard work and overall advancement in WoW. 
Achievement does not exist in a vacuum. As elaborated by Vince and others, players like to display their talents and Achievements to others—and sometimes over others. Our respondents thus spoke of liking WoW’s competitive aspects. Just after recounting how much he enjoyed the progression of his character, Vince told us, “Also, a big thing for me was PvP [Player vs. Player], and fighting other people…I really just like fighting other people.” PvP contests provide a perfect venue for this. But there are other ways. Another player speculates what it might feel like to be a guild’s raid leader: “It’s power. And you go in there and you’re the leader of the guild that weekend. And you can have a great weekend and lead a successful raid. Boy you’re set for your next week in real life really.” Here, Achievement leads to power and control over others, which according to this interviewee gives players a boost in their real-world lives. 
Despite the allure of advancing in gear and power, mastering game mechanics, and out-competing others in venues like duels and arenas—all of which seem in these contexts to be Achievement motivations—many players told us that what they most enjoyed about WoW were the myriad Social interactions. In WoW, players chatted about life and shared tips about the game in what might be thought of as virtual “third-places” (Steinkuehler and Williams 2006), spaces between family and work, where individuals might unwind with others and escape daily stresses.​[3]​ For example, one interviewee spoke of the small-town Cheers-like atmosphere of his server where everyone knew his name:
It’s just fun to be able and go in to the game. You meet your guild instantly. When you login I have 6-8 people say “hello” every time. My guy’s name is Bustedshooter, and he’s a dwarf gunner hunter. And they’ll say, “Hey Busted…Hey Busted…What’s up? What are you doing?” And all these people will say it. And you say, “Hey all. Just in to check my mail.” Or, “Just in to say ‘hi’ to my brother.” And they say “Ok, ok. If you’re gonna play, we’re here tonight.” And you say, “Alright,” and then you logout. That’s fun, you know. In real life, how do I greet 15 friends now? I can’t walk outside and say “Hey everybody, I’m here, I’m having a good day at work.” 
Chatting about “real-life”, as our interviewees often described, brought players closer to others.
Some players form meaningful relationships with others through WoW’s collaborative tasks like the previously alluded to raids and other instances. Indeed, we typically found that players were more interested in working with rather than against others. PvP is certainly popular as a way of demonstrating one’s competitive supremacy over others, as are dueling and other activities that pit players against each other. Nevertheless, we more commonly players celebrating successes won with the help of others. In these contexts, competition was thus less important than social collaboration and teamwork as a motivator. For example, Richard, working in sales for a technology company, describes the satisfaction of completing the Molten Core instance: 
Several guilds ago, before the Burning Crusade expansion, the very first 40-man dungeon was called Molten Core. It took us probably six weeks of raiding two to three nights a week to make it all the way through Molten Core. It’s very intense and by the time we finally killed the last boss, people were screaming. I mean, yelling into their microphones, and you know, “Yah yah yah!” Really exciting. Everybody was over the top excited about it…When you invest that much time into something, and to finally succeed…it was a real incredible experience. When you succeed at doing something like that, it’s definitely a rush, it’s a feeling that you and the people you’re with have accomplished something that nobody else has done.
The feelings associated with this Achievement are evident in Richard’s words. But this was not mere Achievement. It was Achievement mixed with feelings of shared solidarity and successful collaboration with guild-mates. Without their help, the Achievement would not have been possible. Indeed, without them being there to witness it, it would have been largely meaningless. WoW’s Social interactions—whether they be chatty socializing, deeper in- and out-of-game relationships, or collaborative teamwork—provide for some of WoW’s most positive experiences. 
Finally, players spoke of pleasures associated with WoW Immersion. On some level, WoW seemed almost—that is, virtually—real. Indeed, it was this almost reality that made WoW’s fantasy achievements and social interactions seem, in some cases, real enough to compete with those from their first lives. For example, players spoke of the joy of discovery associated with finding rare objects, stumbling upon dangerous seldom-seen monsters, and learning about hidden game lore. Our interviewees revealed that hunts and discoveries such as these grounded them more fully both in WoW’s beautiful landscapes and also its mythology, making the game-world seem richer, more compelling, and indeed more real. Similarly, like our interviewees, we found ourselves deeply interested in our avatars’ appearances and customized them to our desires. In one case, a member of our research team found a rare cooking recipe that allowed us to prepare a stew that transformed us into ninjas. This provided for one of our most enjoyable and eye-catching experiences. Indeed, it provided a truly Immersive group experience, given the way we found ourselves more fully invested in, and also identified with, our in-game second selves—real-world human beings pretending to be elves, dwarves, and other mythological races pretending to be ninjas. Becoming more Immersed in WoW in this way, our interviews revealed, allowed gamers to escape in some cases real-life pressures. As Richard tells us, echoing the therapeutic benefits of Immersive escape experienced by many:
Sometimes a beer at night can be a very therapeutic thing. The game can definitely be a very therapeutic thing. Believe it or not, when I’m out there killing mobs and it’s the same stuff over and over and over, my mind will wander… I’m relaxing. The game for some people is a retreat. It’s a place where I can run and hide from real life, and I use it to that extent. 
For Richard and others, WoW, in its beautiful Immersive spaces and absorptive tasks as well as its possibilities for discovering lost treasures and customizing one’s alternate self, offers a therapeutic partial escape from the real world. 
Despite the positive and potentially therapeutic benefits of playing WoW, our interviews and own experiences reveal that gamers can and do abuse WoW. Whether or not WoW has negative effects is associated with, again, gamers’ motivations to play. In particular, our overall qualitative assessment of our interview data points to the motivation to Achieve as most closely associated with patterns of negative WoW play. In one gamer’s words, “I guess the reason I liked RPGs is it’s a series of goals. And, ok, well once I make it here, I can do this, but once you make it there, there’s the next level, then the next level, you know? It’s like that terrible T-shirt [that says], ‘Just one more level... just one more level...’ [Both interviewer and interviewee laugh] But... but they made it [the t-shirt] because it’s true.” 
Though pointing to Achievement as most consistently associated with negative patterns of play, it sometimes combined with other motivations to create more complexly distressful game-playing experiences. As one respondent in his twenties put it, implicitly combining WoW’s Achievement and Immersion dimensions, “I have stayed up till 4 in the morning playing it [WoW]. There’s a level of immersion where you can just like you want to keep playing it and, um, you know one more thing and I’ll be done and you forget you have to do things like sleep and eat.” Or, as Richard tells, continuing the quote above related to how a beer at night can provide for a relaxing and therapeutic temporary escape from real-world obligations:
But if you extract yourself from real life completely you’re gonna have serious problems. It’s like [I said] before—if I come home and have a beer every night, that’s healthy, it’s fine, I relax. As long as I don’t do anything untoward…If I can’t get up the next morning and go to work because I drank too much, then I have a problem.
In cases such as this, respondents like Richard point to WoW Achievements as potentially leading to experiences that are so deeply Immersive and engaging that players find themselves unable to extricate themselves from the game—and thus exhausted the next morning.
	Likewise, players report discomforting and distressing Achievement-Social experiences within the game, as in the following quote by one gamer told to somewhat comic effect:
I joined this big raid guild, and they took me along to the Zul’Gurub raid. The leader was like totally controlling, and I remember…there was like 40 of us or so, it was taking forever for things to get going, and the more time it was taking the more he was getting pissed. We finally got everything together and started going through it, it was the first raid for lots of people, including me. We ended up wiping [the entire party was eliminated] the whole raid. The leader just wigged out, and he was on voice chat saying: “I swear to God, I only want people here who are like losers! I don’t want people who have jobs or school!” And I was like, “Dude, listen to yourself, it’s just a game, you know?”  
This player greatly values his Achievements within WoW, and especially the collaborative ones. End-game content such as Zul’Gurub requires good leadership and the concerted teamwork of many players, each knowing their roles and accepting hierarchical organization, ready both to follow orders and to exercise initiative when necessary. But here he presents a raid leader who in his opinion over-values WoW Achievements, barking out a speech that is not appreciated by gamers who seem, on this occasion at least, to take a more balanced approach to their play. Despite the humorous retelling of this event, it was clear that this gamer found the situation stressful, perhaps in part because it revealed a path and a perspective that he sometimes feared he himself capable of falling into. 
In pointing to the way Achievement, either alone or in concert with Social and Immersion drives, is linked to negative experiences, it is important to point out that many players told us that their most emotionally intense and memorable WoW moments were related to this motivation—for example, when raiders, after months of frustration, finally dispensed with a troublesome boss. Indeed, in many cases, it was the initial frustration that made the Achievement rewards so enjoyable in the end. Still, assessing their own play from the point of view of the present, these same players often told us they did not feel WoW’s peak reward moments adequately compensated them for the much longer periods of frustration, nor for the disruption of their personal and professional real-world lives. Indeed, many Achievement players in particular told us they quit for precisely these reasons. By contrast, Social and Immersion players more commonly found WoW, overall, to provide make-believe play spaces that provided temporary escapes from the actual world, and thus to be a source of fun and relaxation rather than frustration and time-consuming obligations. Yes, these Social and Immersion players could find less heart-thumping fun, but, ultimately, they also were more likely to build, in their own assessments, more balanced and healthy lives, both in- and out-of-game.
Systematic Analysis of Coded Interviews
	In addition to the qualitative analysis of interviews, we conducted a systematic content analysis of this material, which consisted of searching for patterns of association between the three thematic motivations for WoW play and references to positive or negative emotional experiences. Table 1 summarizes these results across such references. (Note that in Table 1, unlike in subsequent tables, more than one reference might come from the same informant. The unit of analysis is the reference, not the informant.) As a starting point, consider the last row, which shows that positive gaming experience reports were more common than negative ones, constituting 57.7% of references to any motivated play experience that had a positive or negative experiential valence. Looking at the results in regard to references to each of the three particular motivations, the last row of Table 1 also indicates that positive and negative references were about equally frequent regarding Achievement play experiences (49.5%), that positive outcomes were somewhat more common than negative in reference to Social motivated play (57.8%), and that they were considerably more common (77.5%) than negative in the context of comments about Immersion play. 
A possibly confounding variable here is the primary motivational orientation of the player, so Table 1 also offers a breakdown by type of player motivation. These statistical controls leave the just described bivariate summary results essentially unchanged. They indicate that, whatever the primary motivation was of a player, positive and negative references occurred with about equal frequency regarding WoW Achievement (51.1%, 51.2%, 48.2%), that positive were somewhat more frequent than negative experiences in the Social-motivation context (range of 55-66%), and that positive references distinctly outnumbered negative ones in regard to Immersion play (range of 69-85%). In this last (Immersion) column, it is interesting to find that even players who identify as primarily Achievement-motivated were more likely to be positive (68.6%) than negative when referencing Immersion-motivated experiences, and that this quite exceeds positive references from such players about Achievement play itself (51.1%). A similar finding occurs with respect to motivational references given by primarily Social-motivated players, where the comparable figures are 62.1% positive regarding Social-motivated experiences, but 80% positive in the Immersion context. References from Immersion motivated players follow a similar pattern, with most consistently positive references coming in the context of Immersion as a motivation (85.3%).
	Table 2 offers similar data, but shifts from Table 1 by treating the informant as the unit of analysis. Among the goals of this table is to show that the results of Table 1 do not originate only from a few informants with high numbers of references who overweight others. Thus, Table 2 gives mean numbers of references within each player, showing findings parallel to Table 1. The mean number of positive and negative experience references per informant were similar in the context of interviewees’ references to Achievement motivations (3.27 and 3.33 respectively), higher for positive than negative in discussing Social-motivated experiences (3.57 and 2.60)¸ and relatively most different, favoring the positive, in the Immersion motivational context (mean of 2.07 vs. 0.6). 
	Table 3 continues with analyses summarizing results by informant, showing the relationship between players’ own primary motivations in relation to their balance of positive vs. negative reference to the various motivations in each player’s interview. That is, each player was assessed to see if a given motivation was more predominantly connected to positive or negative experiences, with “predominant” indicating that the number of positive (negative) references made by this player to this motivation exceeded its opposite. Note first that Achievement was the motive that most commonly occurred as a primary motive for players, with 63.3% of players holding it as one of their main WoW motivations (ten players, based on their own and our coders’ assessments, held dual primary motivations), while 40% showed Social as a primary motive, and 30% Immersion. Further information of summary importance appears in the last row of Table 3, which summarizes the percent of players showing more positive as compared to negative references to each of the motivations, without regard to their primary motivation. This shows that Immersion had the greatest predominance of positive over negative motivations, with 73.3% of players emphasizing its positive aspects as opposed to only 10% its negative (that is, 73.3% of the players linked Immersion more commonly to positive as compared to negative experiences, 10% judging such motivated play in the contrary direction). Social was next, with a 50% vs. 27% split in favor of players who described it more positively than negatively, and Achievement, parallel to the results in Table 1, actually showed a slight excess of players who were more likely to see it as negative (43%) compared to positive (40%). 
Considering these results controlling for the player’s own primary motivation, we found essentially similar results: within the first row of Table 3, representing players whose primary motivation is Achievement, there was a trend toward a larger excess of players with more positive vs. negative references as one looks from interview mentions of Achievement, to Social, to Immersion motivations. In other words, even Achievement-oriented players typically describe that motive less frequently in a positive way than they do either Social or Immersion motivations. Among the Social-oriented players, Achievement attracted relatively more negative (41.7%) than positive (33.3%) comment, while Social, and even more strongly Immersion, showed decided excesses of players with more positive than negative views about these motivations. Finally, players oriented toward Immersion, showed a pattern quite similar to the Social-oriented players, with in fact all them speaking more positively than negatively about Immersion. Immersion and Social, then, were the most attractive motives to players, regardless of their own primary motivational orientations. 
Finally, Table 4 confirms the results in Table 3 using a somewhat different measure, the within-player means for number of positive and negative references to a given motivation. Looking at the summary (last) row, we again see that across all primary motivations, positive references exceed negative references most strongly for Immersion and least so for Achievement. Controlling for players’ own primary motivations (reading within each row of the table) revealed a similar pattern, with the largest dominance of the mean positive over the mean negative occurring in each case for Immersion (last column), next for Social, and least for Achievement. 
Overall, the quantitative analysis of the interview materials indicate a consistent tendency of Immersion and Social motives to be the strongly associated with positive experiences on the part of informants, with Achievement being described less positively, even by players who primarily play for Achievement reasons. 
Survey Results
Respondents predominantly identified as Caucasian (90%), male (80%), and living in the U.S. (72%). Most were committed players, even serious gamers, with 62.1% reporting they played 20 or more hours per week, and with 59% indicating they had been playing WoW for more than 2 years (with most survey data collected late spring and early summer 2008). The age of respondents ranged from 12-55; half were in their 30s (mean of 26.9). Just over half of our respondents are employed full-time, 20% part-time, and 26% are unemployed. Forty-five percent are currently enrolled as students. Over half of the respondents described themselves as currently married or otherwise in a relationship. About half indicated an income of $30,000 or less, with 40% falling somewhere between $30,000 and $50,000. Many respondents have higher education, with 42.3% reporting they have completed college or higher and only 22% had no college education at all. Forty-two percent of respondents report themselves as single, 22.5% married, 30.5% in a committed relationship, and 5% divorced or separated. 
Of more direct interest to the arguments of this paper, confirming patterns related to motivation in our observations and interviews, 85% or this survey’s respondents rated advancement as “important” or “very important,” making this Achievement item the most highly rated among the 10 motivations. 78% said teamwork and 74% socializing were important or very important, making these two Social motivations a close second in value to our survey respondents. Almost equally important were two Immersion motivations, discovery of hidden lore and things in the game (75%) and using WoW to escape the everyday world and/or finding stress relief (69%). Lesser numbers of respondents pointed to other important or very important motivations: knowing the mechanics of the game (59%), competing with others (55%), customizing their characters (54%), forming meaningful relationships with others (48%), and, of least importance and thus paralleling our interviews, role-playing with others to create a shared story (21%). 
	As a further means to understand the structure among these 10 motivational subfactors, we applied a principal components factor analysis to their Pearson correlation matrix, for which the results  appear in Table 5. This analysis replicated the motivational structure described in Yee’s 2007 paper. Three substantial components (eigenvalue greater than 1.0) emerged, one which has strong loadings from the three Social items (socialization, relationships, teamwork), another component on which four items load (discovery, role-playing, customization, escape) that fit Immersion as a dimension, and a third with three Achievement items (advancement, mechanics, competition). These components account for, respectively 21, 18, and 16 percent of the total variance among these items. We then used the items that loaded on each component to form three additive Likert scales—that is, each scale was a simple sum of the subfactors loading high on each of the three overarching motivations. As can be seen in Table 5, the items loading on the Social component formed an internally consistent scale, with Cronbach’s α = 0.747. The Immersion items, while distinct in the factor analysis, yielded a scale of modest consistency (α = 0.567); similarly, the Achievement gave a scale with α = 0.544.​[4]​
Before moving to our regression analyses and specifically the issue of how gamers' motivations predict our mental wellness outcomes, we would point out that descriptive statistics from our survey confirm both the therapeutic benefits and also potential harm of WoW play. On the positive side, 69% total of our sample use WoW as an important (33%) or very important (36%) therapeutic stress relief device that allows them to temporarily escape the pressures of the real-world. Additionally, 64% agree (47%) or strongly agree (17%) that WoW helps them to relax and combat stress in their lives. Correspondingly, 45% agree (36%) or strongly agree (9%) that WoW increases their overall happiness and sense of well-being, and 53% agree (38.3%) or strongly agree (14.2%) that their WoW accomplishments and friendships add to their feelings of satisfaction in life. Despite these positive self-assessments of their WoW play, on the negative side, a certain percentage of gamers, as revealed by our survey, report absorbing too much into the game-world, and thus over-valuing their play. 29% of our respondents agree (20%) or strongly agree (9%) that, though they enjoy WoW, it does add to the stress in their lives. In a single item assessment question, 45% of our sample agree (27%) or strongly agree (18%) that they are addicted to WoW. In our multi-item addiction scale, 35% of our sample report they experience each of our 19 symptoms of addiction on average “sometimes” or more frequently (occasional addiction), and 6% of this 35% say they experience each symptom on average “often” or “always” (frequent addiction).
When the three motivation scales were used as predictors of wellness outcomes associated with WoW play, significant associations emerge. Table 6 shows results for regressing the Addiction Scale score on these several motivation scales, while controlling for education, employment, gender, and relationship status. The results show that the Social motivation scale is associated (nonsignificantly) with lower levels of addiction, while Achievement has a substantial, positive and significant relation with level of Addiction. Among the control variables, unemployment was strongly associated with a greater tendency toward addiction, while currently being in a romantic or marital relationship was negatively related to the Addiction scale score. Similar results prevail in the analysis reported in Table 7, in which an alternative measure of addictive use of WoW, based on reported volume of use, and dichotomized as playing more than 20 hours per week, versus less than this amount of time. Again, the Achievement scale had a relatively large and significant positive relation to this high level of use, while the Social scale and Immersion scales had quite weak and nonsignificant relationships to high use. Among the control variables, being a student approximately halved the odds of being a heavy user, while being in a romantic or marital relationship reduced the odds by almost a factor of three.
Finally, Table 8 displays the results from using the several motivation scales, along with control variables, as predictors of various subjective experiences associated with WoW play (increased happiness, increased stress, helps to relax, adds to well being, and feeling addicted (the latter a single-item self-assessment)). Endorsement of each of these experiences was measured with an ordinal Likert item, so the analysis is an ordinal logistic regression, reported with odds ratios. Here, we see that Social motivations for play were more likely to increase both the player’s sense of happiness and also their feeling of life satisfaction. Achievement and Immersion were both found to significantly increase the feeling of addiction to the game. Of interest, those motivated by Achievement were more likely to feel as though WoW play increased their stress, while players motivated by Immersion were more likely to find WoW play helped them relax and thus combat stress. Among the control variables, being unemployed had a particularly strong and positive relationship with the subjective experience of addiction to WoW, while women were more likely to find WoW adding to their happiness and life satisfaction. 
Discussion: Motivated MMO Play and the Pleasures and Perils of Online Experience
The purely qualitative portion of interview analysis led us to see that Yee’s (2007) three broad motivations—Achievement, Social, and Immersion—were importantly associated with positive playing experiences. Indeed, in this qualitative analysis, we found it difficult to rank one form of motivated play over the others in their likelihood to provide positive WoW experiences, as each was deeply important and even therapeutic in its own right. In relationship to Achievement, advancing in skill and accumulated wealth and gear, mastering game mechanics, and out-competing others can produce in gamers feelings of mastery, goal completion, and thus also satisfaction. Social activities such as relaxed and informal socializing, building meaningful in-game relationships, and the potential solidarity with other players offered by teamwork provide for myriad shared WoW pleasures. Likewise, discovery of WoW’s hidden treasures and customizing one’s avatar helped players get lost—that is, deeply Immersed—in their fantasy play. Such activities could provide positive mental health benefits, we learned, by helping players temporarily escape actual-world obligations and stresses and thus relax. Role-playing, too, could allow for such therapeutic escapes, though this was a much less frequent form of activity on the servers where we and our interviewees played.
Conversely, our qualitative interview analysis also drew reports of how each of Yee’s three overarching motivations could lead to WoW overuse and abuse. However, in such instances of negative experiences, our interviews typically revealed a narrower motivational profile: numerous users become overly dedicated to game success within WoW; thus, it was Achievement, either alone or in concert with Social or Immersion motivations, which was most strongly associated with problematic WoW usage and addiction. Here, the drive to succeed, as well as the sometimes experience of in-game failure, leads some players to experience stress, anxiety, and even compulsively addictive forms of play. Teamwork in particular creates intense Social and time obligations that in some instances can be negatively evaluated. Here, Achievement, when linked with group and thus Social goals, can lead to external pressure and negative WoW play experience. Likewise, some players formed in-game social relationships that crowded out real-life ones, creating problematic and stressful needs for negotiations between virtual- and actual-world commitments. Importantly, in our interviews, these relationships often emerged from or coincided with in-game collaborative Achievement experiences and goals. More informal and typically less goal-driven and/or intimate forms of socializing with other players, we found, led to fewer problems. Likewise, our interviews showed how Immersion, especially when combined with the drive to Achieve, can lead to objectively unhealthy states, where interviewees reported they or others forgetting to sleep, eat, and otherwise take care of both their own bodies and also the meaningful others in their lives. Overall, in order to succeed in WoW’s endless proliferation of tasks—many of them collaborative and thus linked to group and thus Social expectations, or deeply engaging and thus psychologically absorptive or Immersive—players sometimes remained in the game longer than they liked or originally intended. In these cases, their excessive drive for WoW accomplishment and success can drive them to play in ways that interfere with their other life commitments. 
Our more structured analysis of interview material, using Atlas-ti, revealed similar patterns, again pointing especially to the potentially negative dimensions of Achievement play. Achievement was least likely to be linked with positive evaluations, even among players who professed to have Achievement as a primary motivation for WoW play. Such a pattern held through all our different forms of structured and systematic analysis, be they analyses of patterns in the aggregate of responses across all interviewees or considerations of mean responses of interviewees treated as individuals. In each case, Achievement was invariably linked to more frequent mentions of distressful forms of play. And Social and Immersion play was more commonly evaluated in positive terms, with Immersion, though the least frequently mentioned of the motivations, judged the most positively in these interview contexts. 
The survey analysis lent support to these interview findings. First, though using a slightly different survey protocol as compared to Yee 2007—having respondents identify the importance of the ten submotivations themselves rather than having players state how much they enjoyed about 40 different MMO activities—we exactly replicated  Yee’s 3-factor 10-subfactor motivational framework for MMO play. Further, as in our interviews, playing to Achieve was again associated with negative experiences such as stress and addictive play. Social motivations were again more positively than negatively evaluated, with Social players report increased happiness and well-being. Likewise, the dual wellness pattern related to Immersion revealed most clearly in the qualitative interpretation of our interviews was also apparent in these survey results. Immersion gamers report WoW play can relieve the stress in their lives, but Immersive play, if not properly controlled, can lead to problematic “addictive” game-play. 
Our findings parallel those of other studies in the literature, though with important differences. To begin, it should be pointed out that Yee’s (2007), and thus our, framework for motivated MMO play parallels, loosely rather than exactly, others in the literature. For example, Hsu et al. (2009), who extend Choi et al.’s (2004) “user experience” framework, point to eleven factors that structure gamers’ experiences in MMO environments. Hsu et al. speak of “challenge” and “reward,” which are forms of Achievement; “cooperation,” “belonging,” and “obligation,” which would fit with Social; and “fantasy,” “curiosity,” and “role-playing, which are forms of Immersion. Bartle (1996), as discussed, provided an early framework similar to our own, and identified four types of players: achievers, socializers, explorers, and killers. (He later expanded this to eight (Bartle 2003).). Malone and Lepper (1987) proposed four factors to capture players’ experiences interacting with their game-worlds: “challenge,” “fantasy,” “curiosity,” and “control”, which others have shown importantly motivate individuals to play their games (Rieber 1996). While these factors may sound quite similar to ours (e.g., challenge and Achievement, control and Social; and fantasy/curiosity and Immersion), the parallels are not exact. Likewise, Ducheneaut and Moore (2004) point to the importance of two “social” factors, competition and cooperation—as opposed to three such as Yee, or five as in Hsu et al. 2009. And Seay et al. (2004) argue for the importance of one social factor—namely, obligation. Kelly (2004) emphasizes exploring (discovery) virtual worlds and leveling characters (advancement), and researchers like Colburn et al. (2000) and Moore and Ducheneaut (2007), in other contexts, role-playing. 
Of more direct relevance to our findings are newly emerging psychosocial frameworks seeking to explain patterns related to styles of MMO game-play and subjective well being. These overlap in complicated ways with Yee’s and our own research. First, studies confirm that players motivated particularly by Achievement rewards can lead to excessive and even addictive forms of MMO play (Charlton and Danforth 2007; Kelly 2004; Deci et al. 1999; PlayOn 2008; Yee 2006, 2007). This reinforces our own conclusions in relationship to Achievement players. However, second, other studies point to relationships between Social motivations and pressures that can lead to long hours in the game and even addictive forms of play (Ducheneaut et al. 2006; Ng and Wiemer-Hastings 2005; Li and Chung 2006; Song et al. 2004; Pisan 2007). This differs from our own findings, where players are more likely to describe Social interactions and collaborations with other WoW players as positive and, indeed, as deeply meaningful, satisfying, and “real” as those characteristic of their offline lives. Third, and finally, Chou and Ting (2003) point to the motivation to explore and discover MMO virtual worlds—what we called discovery, an Immersion motivation—as predictive of addictive forms of play (see Charlton and Danforth 2007 for similar findings). Caplan et al. (2009) and Yee (2006, 2007) also point to associations between Immersion motivations and problematic MMO use. These studies are only partially consistent with our own results. Our informants did speak of problems with Immersion play, as portrayed in our qualitative interview analysis and also survey results linking this motivation to feeling addicted to WoW. However, in our systematic content analysis, Immersion was more commonly linked to positive gaming experiences, it being the most positively evaluated experience of all the motivated forms of play, largely due to the way it provides for relaxation and thus stress relief. This positive stress relief dimension of Immersion was also clearly indicated in our survey results, thus distinguishing our results from those of prior studies. 
We attribute some of the differences in how these motivational frameworks are mapped, particularly in relation to gamer wellness, to methodological issues. For example, Hsu et al. (2009: 994) generated their 11 “user experience” categories from “a review of relevant literatures and experiences gathered from users.” Questions about their five “personal” factors were adapted from previous literature, but questions on the remaining “social” factors “were developed by ten professional MMO users (with the mean of 3.9 years gaming experiences) from a focus group session on game playing experience, as well as a review of the relevant literature” (ibid: 994). Like ourselves and others, these researchers use their own judgments and non-exhaustive reviews of relevant-seeming literatures to develop their analytical frameworks. These are subsequently phrased in particular ways on interview and survey protocols. Each study, too, relies on unique samples of MMO players, most of which are non-randomly chosen. Under these conditions, it is difficult to arrive at consistent findings across various studies of MMO gamer motivations and wellness. 
As a final note, we do recommend care regarding our conclusions. Our sample of interviews, though enhanced by our own ethnographic observations and experiences, was relatively small and non-randomly selected. Our systematic content analysis of interviews is somewhat limited in that it allows us careful counting of  how often motivations like Achievement are linked to positive and negative wellness outcomes, but does not lend itself well to not to assessing the intensity, importance, and overall emotional tenor placed on particular motivated gaming experiences. It does not reveal, for example, whether positive “peak” Achievement moments were so emotionally satisfying as to outweigh the many negative moments (on peak experiential moments, see Csikszentmihalyi 1990). Global assessments, both by players themselves and affirmed by our research team, helped resolve this issue, as discussed. Further, there is most probably a longitudinal dimension to motivated forms of MMO play, with WoW players being driven by different primary motivations at different points in their lives, even moving stage-like from one motivation to another (e.g., see Bartle 2003). The fact that respondents may speak in a single interview of play that spanned many years, and that the frustration of an Achievement phase may be necessary to arrive at the joy of Immersion, renders even more elusive global assessments of the way certain motivations connect to wellness in individual players’ lives. Our survey lends support to patterns of association between gamer motivations and experiences uncovered in interviews. But, here too, our sample was non-random, of moderate size, and confined to WoW rather than other MMO contexts. Based on these limitations, we think there is a good opportunity here for research that offers more sophisticated ways both of measuring and comparing players’ feelings of intense highs with their more even-keeled experiences of pleasure and relaxation, and also of understanding players’ life courses. 
Conclusion: Restorative Adventure or Warcrack?
	The finding that Achievement motivations can lead to problematic usage supports results reported in a number of other well-orchestrated studies related to MMO play (e.g., Charlton and Danforth 2007; Yee 2006, 2007). However, our research also points to the positive features of playing MMOs for Social and Immersion reasons. This is more surprising. In fact, this finding is at odds with those from a range of studies that consistently suggest that players drawn to the interpersonal dimensions of the internet experience negative outcomes associated with their use (Caplan 2002, 2003; Caplan et al. 2009; Davis et al. 2002; McKenna and Bargh 2000; Morahan-Martin and Schumacher 2003; van den Eijnden et al. 2008; Young 1998; Young and Rogers 1998). It is also out of sync with studies that show Social and Immersion MMO play, as a narrower subset of all internet activity, is also associated with distressful gaming experiences (in relationship to social MMO play, see Ducheneaut et al. 2006; Ng and Wiemer-Hastings 2005; Li and Chung 2006; Song et al. 2004; Pisan 2007; for immersive play, see Caplan et al. 2009; Charlton and Danforth 2007; Chou and Ting 2003; Yee 2006, 2007).
Responding to these literatures, our research leads us to think that MMOs potentially form a distinctive subclass of internet usage separate from, for example, social-networking sites like Facebook or internet forums and chatrooms. The deeply collaborative and immersive play characteristic of WoW and other MMOs—that is, their character as virtual sandboxes and tree-houses (Jenkins 2000; Williams et al 2006)—may simply provide for more fun, pleasure, and satisfaction as compared to other forms of internet activity. More directly related to studies of MMOs, our results make us think that Social and Immersion play can be experienced as more enjoyable and even therapeutic when they remain somewhat separated from Achievement motivations. That is, whether gamers experience WoW play as wondrously imaginative and even psychologically restorative magical adventure, or alternately as highly addictive and thus potentially akin to drug use, to reference the only half-serious gamer joke about the need to change WoW’s  name featured in the title of this article, depends on one’s motivations for playing.
Nevertheless, treating our own results with a degree of caution, we think more research on MMOs is needed employing more sophisticated methods and measures, in part, drawing from perspectives in positive psychology and the new science of happiness (e.g., Kahneman et al. 2003; Lyubomirsky 2008; Seligman 2002). Methodologically rigorous studies of MMO play, focused as they are on “problematic usage” and “addiction,” have yet to devote adequate attention to the positive experiences associated with inhabiting these virtual realities—for example, how play in these worlds might contribute to one’s experience of happiness and life satisfaction. We think this is a mistake. Paying attention to the positive as well as negative dimensions of inhabiting MMOs will provide, we believe, for richer and more balanced portraits of gamers’ experiences in these technologically-mediated spaces. Indeed, we think that only through understanding positive experiences in MMOs such as WoW—simply put, why the game is such good fun—can researchers begin to unravel the causes and implications of negative and distressful forms of play.
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Table 1. References in Interviews to WoW-Related Positive vs. Negative Subjective Experiences, by Type of Motivational Reference and Interviewee’s Primary Motivational Type.  

	Motivation Referred to in Interview
	Any of the 3 Motivations	Achievement	Social	Immersion











Table 2. Per Respondent Mean Numbers of References to WoW-Related Positive or Negative Experiences, by Type of Motivational Reference, among all Respondents.

Mean (SD)[25th/50th/75th percentile]		Achievement	Social	Immersion
	Positive or Negative References	10.13 (7.49)[6/9/12]	8.07 (6.14)[4/6/12]	3.83 (2.77)[2/4/5]
	Positive References	3.27 (2.49)[2/3/4]	3.57 (3.08)[1/3/6]	2.07 (1.33)[1/2/3]





Table 3. Percent of Interviewees Showing Positive and Negative References to Various WoW-Motivations, by Type of Motivation and Player’s Primary Motivational Type. 
	Percent of Players with a Predominance of Positive (Negative) References to this Motivation:
Interviewee’s primary motivation	Achievement Reference	Social Reference	Immersion Reference
Primary: Achievement(63.3%, N = 19)	52.6% (42.1%)	52.6% (31.6%)	63.2% (15.8%)
Primary: Social(40.0%, N = 12)	33.3% (41.7%)	58.3% (16.7%)	66.7% (8.3%)
Primary: Immersion(30%, N = 9)	33.3% (44.4%)	66.7% (22.2%)	100% (0%)
Any Primary Motivation (N = 30)	40.0% (43%)	50.0% (27%)	73.3% (10%)





Table 4. Mean Number of Positive (Negative) References to Each Motivation, by Interviewee’s own Primary Motivation. 
Interviewee’s primary motivation	Achievement Reference	Social Reference	Immersion Reference
Primary: Achievement	3.74 (3.58)	3.63 (2.94) 	1.84 (0.84) 
Primary: Social	3.67 (3.50) 	4.92 (3.00) 	2.00 (0.50) 
Primary: Immersion	3.00 (3.22) 	3.44 (1.78) 	3.22 (0.56)






Table 5: Loading Matrix for Principal Components Factor Analysis of Motivational Items, with Varimax Rotation
	Component
Motivation Item	             Social	         Immersion	Achievement










Percent Variance Accounted for	0.209	0.178	0.162
Cronbach’s α for scale	0.747	0.567	0.544













Immersion motivation scale 	0.390
	(0.299)
Student status (yes = 1) 	-2.698
	(2.054)
Unemployed (yes = 1)	7.913***
	(2.389)
Romantic/ relationship (yes =1)	-5.936***
	(2.038)










Table 7. Logistic Regression of “Plays WoW 20 or more hours per week” on  Motivation Scales and Control Variables






Immersion motivation scale 	1.036
	(0.0481)
Student status (yes = 1) 	0.511**
	(0.158)
Unemployed (yes = 1)	1.237
	(0.454)
Romantic/ relationship (yes =1)	0.353***
	(0.109)










  Table 8. Ordinal Logistic Regression of Various Subjective Outcomes on Motivation Scales 
	and Control Variables.
	WoW Self Reported Subjective Outcome






Immersion motivation scale 	1.024	1.026	1.112***	0.987	1.071*
	(0.0374)	(0.0371)	(0.0424)	(0.0370)	(0.0389)
Student status (yes = 1) 	1.093	1.033	0.802	0.823	0.752
	(0.280)	(0.260)	(0.204)	(0.202)	(0.190)
Unemployed (yes = 1)	1.033	1.511	1.189	1.597	2.491***
	(0.316)	(0.451)	(0.358)	(0.478)	(0.778)
Romantic/ relationship (yes =1)	1.009	0.677	1.238	0.815	0.718
	(0.249)	(0.167)	(0.310)	(0.203)	(0.177)













^1	  WoW game terms like ‘avatar’ are italicized the first time they appear. 
^2	  All names are pseudonyms. 
^3	  Equally, WoW cities like Dalaran might provide for nested third places within the game as third place, and WoW’s taverns and inns third places within third places within third places.
^4	  Caplan et al. (2009) report Cronbach’s α’s for their motivational subscales, also based on Yee 2007, that are also somewhat low by conventional criteria for internal consistency. They point to the manner that the relatively few items in each subscale—as in our measures, three items for the Social and Achievement scales and four for Immersion—can produce low estimates for internal consistency. 
